

















Calvin,	 by	 contrast,	 took	a	keen	personal	 interest	 in	 the	day-to-
day	affairs	of	Geneva;	and	while	he	wished	to	keep	the	clergy	out	of	
politics	 he	made	 sure	 that	 the	 politicians	were	 not	 short	 of	 clerical	
advice.	 At	 the	 same	 time,	 he	 himself	 developed	 a	 comprehensive	
political	theology,	while	also	fostering	international	connections,	with	
the	 result	 that	 his	 political	 theology	 had	 repercussions	 far	 beyond	
Geneva.
Civil disobedience
One	of	 the	key	 issues	 to	occupy	Calvinist	political	 theologians	was	
civil	disobedience.	Calvin	himself	took	at	face	value	Paul’s	statement	
that	 the	powers	 that	 be	 are	ordained	by	God	and	 that,	 therefore,	 to	
resist	them	was	to	resist	the	ordinance	of	God	(Rom	13:1–7).	This	was	
true	regardless	of	the	particular	form	of	government.	His	own	personal	







consent	of	 the	people,	 this	was	a	matter	of	providence.	 If	we	 lived	
under	such	a	government,	we	should	be	grateful,	but	the	mere	absence	
of	 popular	 consent	 or	 approval	 could	 not	 warrant	 disobedience	 or	
resistance.	 Government	 could	 be	 legitimate	 even	 when	 it	 was	 bad	
government,	as	in	the	instances	of	Nebuchadnezzar	and	Nero.	
Yet	Calvin	added	two	important	qualifications.























would	 it	 be	 more	 powerful	 than	 in	 Scotland,	 where	 Reformation	
would	 mesh	 with	 Revolution	 and	 the	 Lords	 of	 the	 Congregation	
would	 collaborate	 with	 the	 Estates	 of	 Parliament	 in	 defiance	 of	
the	 monarchy.	 Later,	 when	 Charles	 I	 attempted	 to	 impose	 Laud’s	




of	 the	people	 into	 a	 constitutional	movement,	 under	 the	 instrument	
of	 the	National	 Covenant.	 In	 England,	 Parliament	 would	 risk	 civil	
war	 to	 restrain	 royal	 absolutism,	while	 in	America	 it	would	 be	 the	
Congress	of	the	United	Colonies	which	would	issue	their	Declaration	
of	 Independence.	 In	 all	 these	 instances,	 the	 lower	magistrates	 took	
responsibility	as	guardians	of	their	people’s	freedoms.	
Scottish	 Calvinism	 built	 its	 political	 theology	 on	 Calvin’s	
foundation,	but	developed	it	in	a	much	more	radical	direction.	Knox	













as	 temporal.	The	struggle	 for	 spiritual	 independence	 then	became	a	
struggle	against	political	tyranny;	the	end-product	would	be	the	defeat	
of	absolutism	and	the	introduction	of	constitutional	monarchy.	













for	which	we	should	be	grateful,	but	not	essential	 to	 the	 legitimacy	




(if	 the	 conqueror	 guaranteed	 their	 liberties).	 But	 their	 consent	 and	
concurrence	were	essential.	





pleased,	direct	 their	 courts	 to	pass	whatever	 sentences	 they	pleased	
and	 deploy	 the	 soldiery	 against	 the	 people	 as	 they	 pleased.	 Over	
against	such	absolutism,	Scottish	Calvinism	protested	that	the	power	
of	monarchy	was	 limited	 by	 the	 constitution.	This	was	 ‘the	 law	of	











Paul’s	 argument	 in	 Romans	 13	 stipulated	 unconditional	 obedience.	
Even	Calvin	had	warned	that	magistrates	
[…]	are	not	 to	 rule	on	 their	own	account,	but	 for	 the	public	
good.	 Nor	 do	 they	 have	 unbridled	 power,	 but	 power	 that	 is	












it,	 and	 puts	 the	 righteous	 to	 the	 sword.	Here	 the	 Scottish	Calvinist	




















These	 extended	 treatments	 reflect	 the	 extreme	 circumstances	
in	 which	 Scottish	 Calvinists	 found	 themselves	 between	 1660	
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Covenanters	 carefully	 qualified	 their	 advocacy	 of	 armed	 struggle.	
No	mere	 difference	 of	 religion	 could	 justify	 such	 resistance:	Knox	
told	Mary	that	he	was	as	ready	to	obey	her	as	the	Apostle	Paul	was	










of	 their	 argument	was	 precisely	 that	 such	 views	were	not	 original,	
but	went	back	to	the	constitutional	history	of	Scotland	and	even	the	
constitutional	history	of	most	of	the	countries	of	Europe.	In	line	with	
this,	 their	 publications	 are	 laced	with	 quotations	 from	 the	 classical	
jurists	of	Greece	and	Rome,	 the	church	fathers,	 the	scholastics,	and	
such	contemporaries	as	Hugo	Grotius.	
This	 complicates	 the	 question	 of	 their	 influence.	 The	 Glorious	
Revolution	of	1688	 set	 up	more	or	 less	 exactly	 the	kind	of	 limited	
monarchy	 advocated	 by	 Buchanan	 and	 Rutherford,22	 driving	 one	
contemporary	to	remark,	‘We	have	been	hanging	and	shooting	honest	
men	for	wildness,	and	now	we	are	all	turned	wild	together.’23	But	many	
influences	 contributed	 to	 these	 developments.	 William	 of	 Orange	
was	reared	in	the	Calvinist	political	theology	of	the	Netherlands,	and	
ever	 since	 the	days	of	William	 the	Silent	 his	 family	had	 led	Dutch	
resistance	to	Spanish	tyranny,	but	he	was	never	more	than	lukewarm	
towards	 Presbyterianism;	 and	 though	 his	 closest	 confidantes	 were	
page 11
Thomas	 Hog	 and	 William	 Carstares,	 both	 of	 whom	 had	 played	
conspicuous	parts	in	the	Covenanter	resistance,	the	decisive	invitation	
to	 the	 Crown	 of	 the	 United	 Kingdom	 came	 from	 London’s	Whig	
grandees,	who	drew	their	inspiration	not	from	Lex Rex,	but	from	the	
circle	 of	 John	 Locke.	 Even	 though	 Locke’s	Two Treatises of Civil 





Locke	draws	is	Richard	Hooker’s	Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity.	What	









This	 is	 hardly	 surprising	 considering	 that	 many	 of	 the	 early	
immigrants	were	religious	refugees	who	had	faced	the	hazards	of	the	
ocean	 rather	 than	endure	 tyranny	and	 intolerance.	As	 the	 ineptitude	
of	government	pushed	the	colonists	ever	closer	to	resistance,	one	of	
their	grievances	was	precisely	the	fact	that	the	‘lesser	magistrate’	(the	
British	 Parliament),	 far	 from	 representing	 their	 interests	 as	 British	
citizens,	was	itself	an	instrument	of	repression.	Yet,	when	they	were	
finally	 goaded	 into	 launching	 their	 struggle	 for	 independence	 they	




















of	 the	German	Evangelical	Church	 issued	 the	Barmen	Declaration.	
Drafted	by	Karl	Barth,	it	clearly	reflected	his	Reformed	perspective,	
even	 though	 it	was	 adopted	equally	 cordially	by	 the	Lutherans	 and	
the	United	Churches.	 It	 was	 not	 a	 protest	 against	Nazism	 as	 such,	
nor	 specifically	 against	 the	 anti-Semitism	of	 the	Third	Reich.	Even	
less	was	it	a	threat	of	civil	disobedience	and	armed	resistance.	It	was	
a	protest	 against	 the	 ideology	of	 the	 ‘German	Christians’,	who	had	
allowed	Hitler	 to	 turn	 the	 church	 into	 an	 arm	of	 the	 state	 and	 thus	
endorsed	Nazism	in	the	name	of	Christianity.	From	Barth’s	point	of	
view,	this	was	idolatry.	By	giving	the	state	lordship	over	the	church	









that	 the	state	has	no	right	 to	go	beyond	 its	ordinary,	appointed	 task	
of	providing	for	justice	and	peace,	and	to	aspire	instead	to	becoming	










This	 was	 a	 courageous	 voice,	 and	 its	 ultimate	 implementation	
would	cost	many	of	its	adherents	dear.	But	it	was	also	a	dramatically	
un-German	 one.	There,	 for	 centuries,	 the	 Lutheran	 principle,	 cuius 









are	 things	 completely	 distinct.’28	 The	 two	 kingdoms	 had	 different	
objects	 and	different	 jurisdictions;	 and	 these	 two	 jurisdictions	must	
not	meddle	with	each	other.	
But	while	it	was	easy	to	lay	down	the	principle,	 it	was	far	from	
easy	 to	work	 it	 out	 in	 practice,	 and	 this	 quickly	 becomes	 apparent	
in	Calvin	himself.	For	all	his	insistence	on	the	separation	of	the	two	
kingdoms	he	firmly	believed	that	there	is	an	obligation	on	the	state	to	
promote	 true	 religion.	 It	must	cherish	 the	outward	worship	of	God,	
defend	sound	doctrine	and	protect	the	position	of	the	church.29	This	










[…]	 to	 take	 order	 that	 unity	 and	 peace	 be	 preserved	 in	 the	
Church,	that	the	truth	of	God	be	kept	pure	and	entire,	that	all	
blasphemies	 and	 heresies	 be	 suppressed,	 all	 corruptions	 and	
abuses	 in	worship	and	discipline	prevented	or	 reformed,	and	
all	 the	 ordinances	 of	 God	 duly	 settled,	 administrated,	 and	
observed.	
The	Belgic	Confession	(Article	36)	strikes	the	same	note:	


















quoted	dictum,	 ‘There	 is	not	 a	 square	 inch	 in	 the	whole	domain	of	
our	human	existence	over	which	Christ,	who	is	Sovereign	of	all,	does	












































the	maltreated,	 the	powerless,	 the	oppressed,	 the	 reviled’.32	But	 the	
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same	 concern	 had	 been	 expressed	 by	Thomas	Chalmers	 a	 hundred	
years	earlier:	‘Let	kings	retain	their	sceptres,	and	nobles	their	coronets	
–	 what	 we	 want	 is	 a	 more	 elevated	 ground-floor	 for	 our	 general	
population’.33
Every	 political	 programme,	 and	 every	 government	 policy,	must	
be	judged	from	this	perspective.	The	question	is	not	how	things	affect	















may	 engage	 in	 politics	 the	 church	 as	 such	may	 not?	 This	 was	 the	
position	of	Abraham	Kuyper,	who	drew	a	clear	distinction	between	
the	church	as	organism and	the	church	as	institution.35	The	latter	was	
the	 church	 formally	 organised	 and	 acting	 through	 its	 office-bearers	
and	official	structures.	This	institution,	according	to	Kuyper,	should	
have	no	political	voice.	The	church	as	organism,	on	the	other	hand,	
is	 the	 totality	 of	 believers	 dispersed	 through	 society,	 lacking	 any	
formal	 organisation,	 yet	 linked	 organically	 through	 their	 common	
membership	 of	 the	 body	 of	 Christ.	 These	 believers,	 according	 to	
Kuyper,	have	every	right	to	raise	a	political	voice.	But	he	went	further.	
Precisely	 because	 they	 are	 linked	 organically	 they	 have	 a	 right	 to	
form	associations:	for	example,	to	set	up	parent-controlled	Christian	
schools	or	even	(as	in	Kuyper’s	own	case)	Christian	political	parties.	






hard	 to	see	why	 the	church	 (or	 indeed	any	other	 institution)	should	
be	 proscribed	 from	 raising	 its	 political	 voice.	 Certainly,	 the	 clergy	
should	not	be	politicians	nor	churches	aligned	to	political	parties.	Nor	
should	 the	 pulpit	 be	 politicised.	 But	 to	 argue	 that	 churches	 should	
confine	themselves	to	their	‘spiritual’	commission	is	to	draw	too	sharp	




cannot	confine	herself	 to	being	a	social	 life-boat	authorised	only	 to	










theocratic:	 it	wants	God’s	will	done	on	earth	as	 it	 is	 in	heaven,	and	
on	the	face	of	things	this	is	 totally	incompatible	with	pluralism.	On	
the	other	hand,	all	other	freedoms	are	implicit	 in	religious	freedom.	
The	 moment	 we	 grant	 freedom	 of	 religious	 belief	 and	 religious	
expression	 all	 other	 freedoms	 follow.	Yet	 this	 has	 been	 remarkably	
difficult	 to	 establish.	 Mediaeval	 Catholicism	 sought	 to	 establish	 a	
twofold	uniformity,	credal	and	institutional:	everyone	must	belong	to	
the	 one	 holy	Catholic	Church	 and	 everyone	must	 believe	 the	 same	
Creed.	 Lutheranism	 adopted	 the	 principle	 cuius regio eius religio: 
the	 whole	 nation	 followed	 the	 religion	 of	 the	 head	 of	 state.	 The	







to	 be	 extended	 to	 Roman	Catholics,	 because	 they	 owed	 allegiance	
to	a	 foreign	power;	nor	 to	atheism,	because	 it	undermined	 the	very	







from	 the	 previous	 vision	 of	 a	 national,	 institutionally	 privileged	
Reformed	church,	to	one	in	which	the	Reformed	were	but	one	party	
in	 a	 confessionally	 pluralistic	 society.37	 This	 vision	 included	 the	
insistence	that	all	religions,	and	all	Christian	denominations,	must	be	





















treated	 minorities.	 Today,	 we	 are	 the	 minority,	 forced	 for	 the	 first	
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time	in	almost	two	thousand	years	to	see	things	from	below,	and	as	
William	Bennett	points	out,	 the	only	 respectable	 form	of	bigotry	 is	







Chalmers’	 promotion	 of	 the	 godly	 commonwealth39	 and	 Abraham	
Kuyper’s	 dream	 of	 ‘a	 free	 church	 in	 a	 holy	 nation’.	 They	 aimed	









of	 the	 pulpit,	 moulding	 the	 social	 consensus	 on	 such	 issues	 as	
marriage	and	divorce,	forming	attitudes	towards	the	arts,	leisure	and	
entertainment,	and	(eventually)	creating	a	climate	of	‘moderation’	in	
which	 submission	 to	government	became	a	 cardinal	virtue,	 and	 the	
Cameronians	were	air-brushed	out	of	our	history.
Which	 itself	calls	 in	question	 the	extent	 to	which	 the	Protestant	
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